Association of postoperative delirium with raised serum levels of anticholinergic drugs.
Drugs with anticholinegic effects are often used in surgical procedures and may impair higher cognitive functions and produce delirious states. This prospective study examined the relation between serum levels of anticholinergic drugs, measured by a radioreceptor assay, and the development of delirium in patients undergoing cardiac surgery. Most patients who had postoperative delirium had high serum levels of anticholinergic drugs, whereas those who remained cognitively intact had low levels; and impairment in cortical function correlated with serum levels of anticholinergic drugs (p less than 0.001). Raised serum levels of drugs with anticholinergic effects may contribute to the development of delirium, and to the increase in risk of morbidity following cardiac surgery.